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WHAT IS IN THE NAME OF A FASHION DESIGNER? 
 




“A rose by any other name would smell as sweet” (William Shakespeare, Romeo and 
Juliet) 
“Stat rosa pristina nomine, nomina nuda tenemus” (Umberto Eco, The name of the rose) 
 
 
Currently, fashion quite comfortably covers the space between unique pieces and 
serialisation, mobilising as necessary the discourses of art or commerce. However, the 
question of what a fashion designer is remains open. Historically, the image of the 
fashion designer has been constructed within a heroic and Romantic narrative centred on 
the concept of designers as artists and hence authors. The recent development of the 
fashion industry as an image-driven industry, on the one hand, and the placement of 
fashion in museum contexts on the other, requires a re-thinking of the function of the 
designer. 
How can we account for designers who do not belong to the cosmopolitan circuit of 
celebrities? The “invisible men” or “ the invisible army” (Griffiths 2000:83; Hollander 
2004) and the thousands of graduates that exit fashion schools around the world every 
year work in environments that are much more negotiated and divergent than the typical 
model of uniqueness and creativity. This essay does not set out to identify a theory that 
establishes a truthful answer to the position and significance of the fashion designer 
within the fashion system, but it proposes that an analytical and critical understanding of 
the fashion designer requires a contextualisation of the philosophies and institutions 
(including fashion magazines and fashion criticism) that support it. Three broad 
typologies of the fashion designer that have contributed to its discursive formation can be 
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identified. These are the fashion designer as an artist, which established a trope or canon 
against which other conceptualisations of the fashion designer have been measured; the 
fashion designer as a celebrity, who capitalises on media attention and on close 
relationship with other fabricated celebrities, such as actresses, media and political 
personalities;i and, finally, the designer-name as the historical condition that makes the 
existence of the author possible. The varying conceptualisations of the fashion designer 
respond to the way in which fashion has been presenting itself to the world. They follow 
three main historical periods in Western theoretical and critical writing, and they are the 
aesthetically focussed criticism, which surfaced as a powerful analytical tool with 
modernism; the continuation of this criticism, fuelled by the emergence of the golden 
years of couture in the 1950s, and by the designers themselves, whose celebratory 
biographies had been circulating for some time; and, from the 1980s, fashion histories 
encompassing institutions of production and consumption, which respond to the recent, 
more complex, development of the fashion industry as an image-driven industry, on the 
one hand, and the placement of fashion in museum contexts on the other.  
The establishment of a taxonomy and archaeology of the fashion designer will tease 
out the constellation of cultural and philosophical contexts that make the condition of the 
fashion designer possible in different historical period, and, following Foucault’s concept 
of the function of the author-name (1977), provides a useful analytical framework that 
explains the recent mobilisation of artistic discourses as commercial performance and 




The ambiguous field of fashion design 
Firstly, it is important to understand that design, in a general sense, has two primary 
meanings: the first refers to the creation of the form or structure of something, and thus to 
the awareness of the elements and issues involved in the construction of an object, for 
example the materials employed, durability, colours, patterns, textures, and so on. The 
second meaning has to do with the process of planning and making something in a skilful 
or artistic way, which involves the idea of a distinctive creative talent, usually expressed 
by a single individual. Within the second meaning, it is often understood that the artist or 
craftsman executes their own designs and experiments with material and processes 
involved in the creation of prototypes (King, 2004: 11).  
The materiality and the creative process of design imply the notion of quality which is 
represented in an exclusive selection of extraordinary objects; the other side of the coin is 
the ordinary non-design, which refers to objects created with functionality and 
practicality in mind. Thus we have a hierarchical order of elements that make up the 
quality of extraordinary objects, such as the level of innovation, aesthetic, technology, 
materials, functionality and so on contained in the designed object. George Nelson points 
to an additional element of “good” design (the emphasis is mine) which “is a 
manifestation of the capacity of the human spirit to transcend its limitations” (2007:22). 
Thus “good” design has the ability to enrich both the maker, through the creative process, 
and the consumer or user, who is “equipped to respond to what it (“good” design) has to 
say” (Nelson 2007:22). Making and using are thus linked by a common understanding, or 
connoisseurship, of what constitutes “good” design, which implies knowing about taste 
and distinction. 
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In the context of designer fashion, our mental categories lead us to think that a specific 
article of clothing somehow represents a creative process behind it, which entails the 
interaction between a conceptual stage and a broad range of activities involved in its 
production. However, more often, designer apparel is the result of mechanised and 
specialised mass production, thus the boundaries between design, which presumes the 
creation of an extraordinary object, and mass produced goods, which presume 
standardisation, are blurred to the point that today it becomes difficult to understand the 
difference between the two. From the beginning of the twentieth century, concepts of 
quality and exclusiveness have been related to haute couture, the bespoke garment 
exclusively made for individuals who could afford, economically and culturally, to wear 
it. From the 1950s, with the increasingly industrialised system of production, haute 
couture, couture-création, couture-inspired designs, copies, interpretations, ready-to-
wear, high street fashion and fast fashion have confused the field in both the 
understanding of the processes of making, and writing about fashion. Fashion 
commentators and editors have used the principle of the couturier as artist to argue for the 
cultural respectability of fashion, in an attempt to redeem it from the commercial realm. 
The predicament of quality and workmanship is reproduced endlessly whenever we speak 
of couture, but often the garments are, on the contrary, machine made according to 
standardised production, and only finished off by hand. Simultaneously, the notion of fast 
fashion is rejected, as it is simplistically understood as conspicuous waste of the lower 
order. Fast fashion does not enter the museum because it is not of “museum quality” and, 
as it belongs to the throwaway culture, its value is transient, it does neither hold historical 
value, nor a particular value given by the consumer other than the momentary satisfaction 
 5
of a desire. Fast fashion is conspicuously discarded to make space for the next new thing. 
On the other hand, when the everyday and the trash enter the museum context, they are 
readily appropriated by the capitalist discourse of exchange-value and quickly re-
communicated as an elevated art form. 
Discourses of fashion design have distributed themselves across the whole range of 
fashion production and within the fashion system. However, the discourse of the fashion 
designer as artist is the most enduring in Western critical discussions as it testifies to the 
strong aesthetic discourses that arose from the appropriation of fashion history and 
fashion theory by art history and theory, and art education. Also, couturiers themselves 
sought validation from art movements. The evaluation of couture as a close domain to art 
has been instrumental in forcing the cultural and educational recognition of fashion and 
has become institutionalised into most reviewing and criticism, fashion shows, and 
fashion studies curricula. The designer as artist is the first typology that I will examine. 
 
The fashion designer as artist 
The critical principle of the fashion designer as artist finds strong empirical connection 
to the more artisanal mode of dressmaking characterising haute couture as an artistic form 
and as the production of unique pieces. This elitist mode of dressmaking exhibits a great 
degree of individual creativity while standardised mass production has no use for a 
discourse of fashion as art.  
Historically, the image of the fashion designer has been constructed within a heroic 
and romantic narrative centred on the concept of designers as artists and hence authors. 
The Romantic movement was concerned with the distinction between original works as 
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the result of imagination and innate creativity, and works of imitation, which were 
impoverished by convention. Additionally, Williamson (1989:7) points out that through 
this difference also an opposition between the naturally creative and the mechanical work 
was created, thus translating into an opposition between art and industry. The Romantic 
idea of creativity and authorship persisted through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
in many cultural practices, making distinctions between skilled craftsmen and creative 
authors. In the fashion system, historically these distinctions took the form of couture 
connected with a designer’s name, by which it was given a higher status, because of its 
assumed originality and innovation, against standardised production, which did not bear a 
name. However, Nancy Troy’s pivotal study of Poiret well demonstrates that the notion 
of authenticity and the aesthetic aura of a couture dress served the purpose of promoting, 
making popular and selling reproductions of the dress to the middle class (2003). In fact, 
a popular couture dress could be made up to seventy times by the couture house, single 
garments could be bought by buyers, who paid for the right to unpick and reproduce the 
garment in a limited number for sale in department stores; copies could be made also 
from toiles, which cost less than an original garment; and, finally, paper patterns were 
purchased along sketches of the garment for reproduction.  
If Charles Worth was the first dressmaker who consolidated distinct operations linked 
to the production of clothes for the wealthy aristocracy, then Paul Poiret skilfully 
constructed himself as a couturier-artist by “presenting himself as an inspired artist and 
patron of the arts” (Troy, 2007:17). However, Poiret and other couturiers of the early 
1900s also understood that the promotion of their designs as art had the potential to 
attract attention, and therefore their self-positioning within the Romantic notion of the 
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artist as independent from commodity culture enabled them to gain entrance to the 
consumer world (Koda and Bolton, 2007). Poiret’s involvement with modernist art was 
expressed through the collaboration with illustrators Paul Iribe and Georges Lepape 
whose fashion plates added artistic value to Poiret’s clothing. The exchange between art 
and fashion, with many artists and couturiers crossing between these worlds, aspired to 
destroy hierarchies among the arts. However, the word ‘art’ was self-consciously used by 
the fashion world as a marker of quality and supremacy, capitalising on the traditional 
distinction between European high art and craft, and ultimately contributing to the 
creation of couture as an institution.  
Simultaneously, the idealisation of the couturier as artist focussed on the separation of 
couture from trade with the consequent restriction of the meaning of couture. The strict 
parameters that defined couture created by the French Chambre Syndicale de la Couture 
Parisienne, founded in 1911, were fundamental in maintaining a hierarchy between the 
small Pantheon of couturiers admitted to the Chambre and the rest of the French 
dressmakers; at the same time, these parameters regulated the production and circulation 
of French fashion worldwide, and hiked the monetary value of the designer’s labours.  
The couturiers of the second post-war period, dubbed the golden years of couture, 
continued to reproduce the commonplace that couture is the result of the artistic design 
process. Critical analysis had moved very slowly beyond the conceptualisation of the 
designer as artist. Cristobal Balenciaga was described as “fashion’s Picasso” by Cecil 
Beaton (National Gallery of Victoria, 1992: 1) and even designers such as Yves Saint 
Laurent, who worked during the revolutionary 1960s, continued this trope by writing that 
“A designer who is not also a couturier, who has not learned the most refined mysteries 
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of physically creating his models, is like a sculptor who gives his drawings to another 
man, an artisan, to accomplish”. Saint Laurent clearly intends the two terms, couturier 
and designer, to be not mutually exchangeable, as couturier implies the ability by the 
designer to manually construct their clothes, moulding fabric directly on the body of a 
model, like a sculptor moulds clay or bronze.   
The sovereignty of authorship was questioned by Roland Barthes in the latter part of 
the 1960s when his essay “The death of the author” (1968) was published. According to 
Barthes, the authored work anchors the language to a single meaning, thus, by celebrating 
the death of the author, self-expressive creation is replaced by the process of creation, 
which is not owned by the author, but by the reader. Accordingly, in the last thirty years, 
the rise of material culture as a discipline has presented an opportunity to study a broad 
range of objects that include the vernacular (Prown, 1982) and that have not only an 
inherent value established by the rarity of the material in its construction, but also a value 
that is accrued with utility, thus the user becomes the ultimate arbiter of the object’s 
meaning. The study of material culture provides the potential to free fashion from the grip 
of art history and theory, and art education, opening up the field of fashion studies to 
more critical accounts of design processes, fashion consumption, analysis of institutions, 
labour relations and so on. However, despite the fact that from the beginning of the 2000s 
socio-economic and cultural aspects of the designer have started to emerge, the recent 
placement of fashion in museums and galleries contexts has provided a new context to 
fashion’s location within the art discourse. 
 
The fashion designer as celebrity 
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Notably, Pierre Bourdieu (1993) attempted an analysis of the position of the fashion 
designer within the fashion field and in relation to the social field. With his “structural 
homology” between different fields of luxury goods, Bourdieu has provided a useful 
theory that accounts for fashion change in terms of synchronisation between 
revolutionary styles and revolutionary society. In his talk given in 1974 and published in 
the same year, “Haute couture and haute culture”. Bourdieu said that the dominant 
players in the field of haute couture are the “designers who possess in the highest degree 
the power to define objects as rare by means of their signature, their label, those whose 
label has the highest price” (1993:133). Thus the power that derives from haute couture’s 
capacity to accumulate capital positions couturiers in the dominant place, and the further 
we move from the “dominant pole towards the dominated pole” (1993:134), collections 
become more revolutionary, but also less “prestigious”, as they require “fewer fittings” 
(1993:134). 
Bourdieu’s analysis of the fashion field remains the only critique to date that explains 
fashion changes through the entry of new designers in the fashion field. His spatial 
metaphor of the position of designers in the field can be taken as an attempt to explain 
couture dilution, in terms of prestige and workmanship, which towards the margins of the 
field, becomes standardised and mass produced. The movement of the new, revolutionary 
designers toward the centre with their power acquisition is explained in terms of 
synchronisation between the fashion field and the world outside. In short, the acceptance 
of revolutionary fashion by society occurs when the wider world is ready. This insight is 
the only serious critical analysis of the relationship between society and fashion, which 
shuns the banal dominant reflectionist theory.  
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Bourdieu’s analysis of the fashion field was heavily influenced by the historical 
circumstances of French haute couture. His analysis occurred at a point in which couture 
was no longer the dominant force in fashion, consequently his clear-cut distinction 
between the sub-fields of large-scale production and restricted production still mirrors the 
division between high art and popular culture. 
The demise of couture as an institution occurred at the same time in which the rise of 
the business-oriented fashion designer became a symptom of cultural change. Designers 
became celebrities in their own right. Celebrity is a way to accumulate reputation, hence 
capital, and thus the celebrity designer capitalised on media attention and on close 
relationships with other fabricated celebrities, such as actresses, media and political 
personalities. From early examples such as Givenchy (and Audrey Hepburn), Oleg 
Cassini (and Jacqueline Kennedy), Yves Saint Laurent (and Catherine Deneuve), to 
Gianni Versace (who created a new system of stardom through the invention of the 
supermodel), the celebrity designer developed within a specific ideological and discursive 
context of popular culture.  
Publications in magazines enhance and validate the designer’s status and are crucial 
to the sale of clothing. Indeed, they are fundamental in the manufacturing of the rise or 
fall of designers. For example, the successful commercial story of the Made in Italy 
coincided with not only the rise of new names in fashion design, but also with the 
emergence of a new generation of fashion editors and writers, who came from the 
political and feminist intelligentsia and took on the Italian fashion world as the new 
aestheticised form of individual liberation and freedom. Their role in the development of 
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the celebrity designer was thus a way to also make their magazines successful and secure 
their own career.  
FINISH OFF 
 
The invisible designer 
As discussed, standardisation and repetition are antithetical to haute couture’s long-
standing investment in the notion of unique pieces. The reality is that haute couture 
involves a large team of skilled workers: cutters, seamstresses, dressers, fitters, 
salespeople, models and marketing and promotion experts. Thus, despite the rhetorical 
trope of the fashion designer as a single creative genius, fashion and clothing production 
are activities that require a large number of people that are involved in the process. 
For over one hundred years, the discipline of fashion studies has been focussed on 
celebratory accounts of designers as artists, thus the study of practitioners who do not 
belong to the world of celebrity designers, the “invisible designers” or “invisible army” 
(Griffiths 2000:83; Hollander 2004) do not make the reading texts, yet designer fashion 
and street fashion exist in cohesion to function in the fashion system. Griffiths, speaking 
from the point of view of a practitioner, quite correctly wonders what happens to the 
thousands of fashion graduates around the world (2000:85). They form the submerged 
iceberg, whose work goes unnoticed because it does not belong to the ideology of 
individualism. In fact, in the last twenty years, the ideology of the designer as artist 
continues to be underpinned by the ideology of individualism and of individual 
aesthetics, which has been carried in the new millennium even more potently through our 
pervasive image-based culture which has fostered further the designer as celebrity.  
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The invisible designer works from the brief from the designer-star or, at best, is a 
product developer who follows the demands of commerce and the instructions from the 
brand managerial team. Thus the invisible designer can not make claims to authorship; 
their designs are purely conceived to service the mass market and their work does not 
transcend the anonymous machine of mass production. Serious studies about designers’ 
modes of production are not abundant, and those dedicated to the production system of, 
let’s say, mass brands such as Zara, focus primarily on promotion, marketing and 
distribution aspects, corroborating them with statistics about the company’s turnover and 
number of outlets operating in the world. Nobody knows the name of Rip Curl’s 
designers, and yet there is a vast know-how in the making of high-tech neoprene for 
power heated surf wetsuits. This is, at best, subsumed within the Research and 
Development department, discarded as industrial design, or designed exclusively for 
function, meaning that it ignores the dynamic of change, which is what drives the fashion 
industry.  
Furthermore, as fashion studies still lack design history as a discipline and a 
methodology, histories of fashion design teams are non existent. But in the last part of the 
twentieth century, with the increase in fashion mass consumption and the rise of the 
business-oriented fashion designer, fashion design has often been the result of a team 
effort. This is largely because the fashion system and the rhetoric that is part and parcel of 
this system are based on the separation of practice and theory. Fashion education and the 
industry itself continue to perpetrate this division, because the success of a brand is either 
based on a name, or on advanced manufacturing, designing and retailing techniques such 
as those developed by Zara, Top Shop and H&M. The result of this predicament is that 
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for every single graduate designer there is a new cutter, stylist, pattern-maker, button-
sewer who is dreaming of starting their own label and becoming a designer-star. Unlike 
in architecture and industrial design, in which young designers and architects are able to 
create partnerships and offer their knowledge and skills to clients (Walker 1989:54), 
young fashion designers end up by crowding the below the line workforce in the hope of 
crossing the barrier. This state of affairs is reflected also in students’ reluctance to be 
assessed on group work. Sharing a common aesthetics is paramount to working in teams, 
but fashion students are encouraged to nurture an individual aesthetic language; often, it 
is forgotten that individuals have special skills which can be combined to tender for 
specific projects. When it comes to designing, the emphasis is still on the transcendental 
individual designer with a vision whose notion of creativity is based on the unity of form 
and content, and coherence of creation.  
Digital technology represents another challenge to the area of designing and making, 
which sees fashion as a sensual craft characterised by making by hand. The disembodied 
space of computer aided design has the potential to create another sub-category of the 
invisible designer, one that exists purely through a three-dimensional or two-dimensional 
digital work. The globalised mass fashion industry drives this shift, which, on the other 
hand, presents new opportunities to designing and making in digital contexts that are 
obviously removed from the Romantic idea of the individual creator. Thus it could open 
new fields of inquiry with regard to the relationship between designers and to the context 
and space of their production.  
 
The function of the designer-name 
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The Romantic conception of the artist continues to be a powerful tool in business, the 
mass media and amongst consumers. In the context of haute couture or high designer 
fashion, the designer’s signature is carried on labels of a diverse array of products, even if 
the products are the work of a team. Brand names, designer-names or couturier names 
mobilise a range of discourses, of which the circulation and regulation of fashion 
products are an important aspect. 
Haute couture illustrates once more the case, because of its proximity to the art world, 
as it is apparently removed from the constraints of the market and therefore it is sensed as 
the higher cultural form of fashion. However, commercial success is at the basis of 
couturiers’ agenda, and not the other way around. If we take as an example two of the 
most important contemporary designers, Giorgio Armani and Versace (referring here to 
the brands, and not to the people) we see that their couture or high fashion belong to an 
integrated system that includes diffusion lines, lifestyle products, and tie-ins such as 
cosmetics and perfumes. They are mutually dependent because they not only sustain each 
other in economic terms, but because they validate each other.  
A recent development of the mutual dependence between fashion as art and commerce 
is co-branding or commercialisation of exclusive fashion. Co-branding occurs when two 
companies join their brand names in a marketing venture, for example couturiers design 
pret-à-porter  for a mass fashion brand, such as Karl Lagerfeld’s limited edition collection 
for Swedish mass fashion brand H&M in 2004, and the current design of sportswear by 
Stella McCartney for Adidas. The designer-name has thus increasingly become a 
commercial as well as a critical strategy, installing the author-name as a cult personality 
of which the celebrity designer is the best example. 
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Foucault (1977) applied an archaeological method to the author, calling for a new 
agenda after the rejection of the conception of the subject as originary or creative. His 
pivotal essay “What is an author?”, written originally in 1969, appeared at the same time 
in which Roland Barthes declared the author dead. Thus Foucault examined the 
effectiveness of the author-function, as the meaning attached to the name of the author. 
For Foucault, the author-name functions as a means of classification, grouping together 
texts and differentiating them from others. While this seems once more a heavy 
investment in Romantic ideas of the self, Foucault rejects the individual as the origin of 
creation, and argues that the individual is an effect of a variety of discourses that pre-exist 
them: language, ideology, ethical systems, and so on. Michel Foucault deliberately aims 
at undermining some of the major assumptions that circulate about authorship, 
particularly the assumption that a basic way to understand a text is to relate it to the 
biography of the author and that the author is the guiding force, the “genius” whose 
consciousness manipulates his or her material to make it into a great work of art.  
Foucault established four features of the author as a function of discourse that make 
the condition of the author possible, but the most interesting, as it has a relevant 
application to the fashion discourse, is that authors are object of appropriation. This 
means that authors are tied to copyright laws, and this is a very topical subject in the 
current fashion system. Balasescu (2005) points out that practices of licensing, for 
example to produce other products than fashion, came after it was discovered that the use 
of the name had an economic utility. The practices exposed the necessity to protect the 
brand name with copyright law and not vice versa, as the very essence of Western fashion 
designers is to create intellectual property. Thus the designer’s signature integrates the 
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brand within a system of copyright law. However, exploitation of the authorship concept 
has rarely been adopted because, as Balasescu argues, “both designers and lawyers agree 
that in the fashion industry there is no ex nihilo creation” (2005:291), which points very 
clearly to the fact that the creation of unique pieces is a figure of speech fuelled by the 
ideology of individualism. 
Thus the designer-name can be better understood as a central means of marketing and 
product differentiation. The designer-name can serve as a constructed idea and lifestyle 
which the consumer not only desires, but with which he or she can also identify. The 
designer-name is a commercial strategy, his or her claims to a higher status are 
increasingly situated on a path where they have to perform commercially above all. The 
designers’ interaction with the media, and the construction of their persona as celebrity 
designer are part of this intellectual game.  
 
The designer as an author strongly persists in our culture. The continuation of this 
concept divorces artistic production from any social determination, making it difficult for 
any other critical approaches to effectively tackle design theory and history beyond self-
serving celebratory accounts of celebrity designers. This essay clearly points to the 
necessity of abandoning any theory of design based on the author as the sole creator of 
the dress. The analysis must be based on historical and cultural understandings, from the 
moment of production to consumers’ use of fashion. The meaning of fashion design will 
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i Because of space constraints, this essay does not examine the celebrity designer. A useful 
sociological analysis of the position and role of the designer in the fashion field is Bourdieu’s 
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(1993) structural homology between different fields of luxury goods. Celebrity as a way to 
accumulate reputation well explain Bourdieu’s spatial distribution of designers in the fashion 
field. 
